University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

9-9-1994

Ernesto Perez Balladares Installed as President of
Panama
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "Ernesto Perez Balladares Installed as President of Panama." (1994). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur/11639

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 56536
ISSN: 1060-4189

Ernesto Perez Balladares Installed as President of Panama
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Panama
Published: 1994-09-09
Panama's new president, Ernesto Perez Balladares, took office on Sept. 1, promising to reduce
poverty and corruption, generate new jobs, and clean up Panama's tarnished international image as
a haven for drug traffickers and money launderers. As one of his first acts, Perez Balladares agreed
to allow up to 10,000 Cuban refugees to be housed on US military bases in Panama. Ernesto Perez
Balladares was sworn in as president of Panama in the first peaceful transfer of power between two
civilian leaders in more than two decades. Perez Balladares a 48-year-old economist, businessman,
and leader of the Partido Revolucionario Democratico (PRD) replaced outgoing president Guillermo
Endara, who was installed during the 1989 US invasion that toppled former military dictator and
PRD leader Manuel Noriega.
Since Noriega's fall from grace, Perez Balladares has carefully worked to revitalize the PRD,
invoking populist images of PRD founder General Omar Torrijos and distancing himself from
Noriega. He has vociferously criticized the widespread corruption and human rights abuses of
Noriega's regime and has promised "a new beginning" and a government "free of militarism." "A
country cannot solve its problems if divisions persist or if the residue of a dark past remains," said
Perez Balladares. "It is essential to close the unfortunate chapter of the Noriega phase and end the
persecution unleashed following the US invasion." As part of his campaign to heal old wounds,
Perez Balladares announced that one of his first official acts would be to pardon "victims of judicial
terrorism," many of them Noriega supporters who were arrested during the 1989 invasion and who
still remain in prison.
In this same "spirit of national reconciliation," Perez Balladares surprised many Panamanians by
naming a bipartisan cabinet immediately following his election on May 17 (NotiSur, May 13, 1994).
Four of the 12 ministries went to non-PRD people: the independent Gabriel Lewis Galindo was
named as Foreign Relations Minister; Raul Arango of the Liberal Party as Minister of the Presidency;
ex-Christian Democrat Guillermo Chapman as Economy Minister; and ex-Arnulfista party member
Carlos Soussa Lennox as Minister of Agriculture. The president also appointed Christian Democrat
Jose Antonio Sosa as attorney general.
During his inaugural speech, Perez Balladares promised "a bold, aggressive, and frontal attack" on
unemployment and poverty. At present, 12% of the economically active population is unemployed,
and 50% of the total population lives below the poverty line. In addition, 25% of Panamanians are
considered extremely poor. The president pointed out that even though the country's economy
registered a growth of 7% in 1993, the distribution of wealth in Panama is one of the worst in Latin
America. As one of the first measures to address this urgent issue, the president said that a special
anti-poverty program would be initiated in 1995, funded by the World Bank and the Inter- American
Development Bank. Perez Balladares also promised to "wage war against crime."
Among other things, the president promised to carry out major changes in the Policia Tecnica
Judicial (PTJ) to make the security apparatus more effective. The PTJ is presently under investigation
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by the attorney general on charges ranging from corruption and extortion to assassination. The PTJ
was created in 1990 to replace the infamous Departamento Nacional de Investigaciones (DENI),
which was run by the Noriega defense forces. In addition, as part of the anti-crime effort, the
president also promised to crack down on drug-related money laundering operations by enacting
legal reforms that would tighten state control over private businesses.
Finally, as part of his commitment to maintain cordial relations with Washington, Perez Balladares
has agreed to allow the US to settle up to 10,000 Cuban refugees at US military bases in Panama for
a period of six months. On the other hand, in an effort to demonstrate his independence from the
US, the president simultaneously announced that he will reestablish diplomatic relations with Cuba.
Perez Balladares's five-year term will extend through the withdrawal of most of the US troops from
military bases in Panama and the preparations for the turnover of the Panama Canal, scheduled
for Dec. 31, 1999, under the terms of the 1977 Torrijos-Carter Panama Canal Treaties. Balladares
says that once the US departs from the Canal, he will seek to convert the Canal installations into
a special investment zone that would act as a logistical liaison for international businesses that
conduct operations throughout the hemisphere.
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